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Yang Zhichao 杨志超,  
Contemporary Artist

• The truly contemporary, who truly belong to their time, are those who don’t 
adjust themselves to its demands.


• The contemporary is someone who firmly holds their gaze on their own 
time so as to perceive not its light, but rather its darkness. 


They perceive the darkness of their time as something that concerns 
them and never ceases to engage them.


They are who, knowing how to see this obscurity, are able to 
write by dipping their pen in the obscurity of the present.  
 
(G. Agamben, What is the Contemporary?, 2008)



• Mainly known for his “body 
art” performances such as 
Planting Grass (2000) and 
Hide (2002)


• Art as personal exploration 
and reflection on marginality


• the migrant, the nomad, the 
beggar, the patient of a 
psychiatric hospital, the 
common people at the 
margins of history



The Lanzhou Art Corps

• Born in Lanzhou in 1963, Yang 
Zhichao studies in Chongqing 
before returning to Gansu


• Mid-1980s: art groups all over 
China (Pond Society, Southern 
Artist Salon… - see esp. Silvia 
Fok 霍少霞)


• YZC joins the dadaist Lanzhou 
Art Corps: celebrates the 
funeral of modern Chinese art

《葬》行为，1993年1月10日至17日，兰州





Migration

• From mid-1980s: migration to the cities. No state-assigned job, no 
urban registration. A “floating population” of ca. 80 mln by 2000 
(Zai & Ma 2004)


• Many art college graduates turn down state-assigned jobs and 
move to the (peripheries of) cities, esp. Beijing — no more groups


• “Vagrant artists” without urban registration, no official 
employment, often no family or stable home



Migration

• Yang quits his teaching job and joins 
them in 1998, moving to Beijing and 
making art while running a street 
food stall around Bangzijing:


• “When I arrived in Beijing, I had no 
fixed place to live, no fixed place to 
eat … I was on the move every day, 
rushing around.”  
 

(Yang Zhichao, 2014)

Yang Zhichao in Lanzhou (Zhongshan Bridge)



“Inside the Fourth 
Ring” (1999)

《四环以内》行为，1999
年7月26日至30日，北京  
 
YZC lives for four days 
as a beggar-migrant in 
the city, keeping a 
detailed diary, as an art 
performance.



Yang Zhichao, 2014

“A beggar is a person who is marginalised, who lives at 
the margins of society … Without adopting this method [of 
becoming migrant-beggars ourselves] there would always 
be a glass barrier between us and the beggar. We wouldn’t 

really experience their condition and would remain but 
spectators, observers. That doesn’t work.”



At the end of Day 4, YZC observes:  
“Beggars live by depriving 

themselves as much as possible of 
the rights of the human being, and 
the more completely they deprive 

themselves of such rights, the more 
invincible they become … Unlike any 
other condition, the beggar has the 

freedom, but does not enjoy the 
rights, that being human entails.” 



The Tale of Kongbu and Dingzi’s Northern Drift, 
2002-2007 (256 drawings)











The comics are drawn on a 100-metre-long silk 
fabric roll using black ink mixed with Lidocaine



“Iron”, 2000 
 

《烙》行为，2000年10月9日，
北京草场地艺术区 



“Suntanning”, 2000 
 

《晒》行为，2000年7月10日，
北京草场地艺术区 



“Jiayu Pass”, 1999-2000, 
Jiayuguan 

 
《嘉峪关》行为，1999年12月30
日-2000年1月30日，嘉峪关，





(“Record of Jiayu Pass” as published in Xianchang No. 3, 2004)



• “What type of art is this performance? I call it a spiritual 
exploration or a spiritual experiment” (Notes on Jiayu Pass)


• Instead of violent psychopaths, he finds the maladjusted, the 
abandoned and the emotionally frustrated — individuals 
who’d failed to fit into “normal” structures of family, work and 
relationships. 


• Sedated into passivity, isolation and numbness.  


• Similarity with Inside the Fourth Ring: Beggars and 
psychiatric patients as marginalised people of society; 
importance of marking the passage of time with the diary 
(Yang Zhichao 2014)


• Also: Symbolism of Temporal (old and new century) and Spatial 
liminality (end of Ming-era Great Wall, threshold of East and West)



• Writing in the framework of Western tradition in 1996, Agamben sought  
“political paradigms … in experiences and phenomena that usually are not 
considered political or that are considered only marginally so: 


• the state of exception (that temporary suspension of the rule of law that is 
revealed instead to constitute the fundamental structure of the legal 
system itself); 


• the concentration camp (a zone of indifference between public and private 
as well as the hidden matrix of the political space in which we live); 


• the refugee, formerly regarded as a marginal figure, who has become now 
the decisive factor of the modern nation-state by breaking the nexus 
between human being and citizen…” “Inasmuch as the refugee, an 
apparently marginal figure, unhinges the old trinity of state-nation-territory, 
it deserves instead to be regarded as the central figure of our political 
history.” (Means without Ends)



• In the context of contemporary China, YZC focusses on 
people and conditions that could be considered its most 
marginal, such as “floating” migrants,  
 
but which are in fact central to the era’s political and 
socio-economic transformation in Reform-era China — 
from urbanisation to industrialisation and globalisation. 



Thank you!


